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Here  we  go  with  our   Gospel  lesson for  today.

Let   me   tell   you a   little   about   this  part  of   Matthew  first   and then  we    can   move  into   it    in  order  to  see   what  it  has  for   us   today.

The    portion   that    begins:  “They  do all their  deeds  to be  seen by   others,   for  they  make their  phylacteries   broad and  their   fringes  long.  They    love  to have  the   place  of   honor  at   banquets and  the   best  seats  in the   synagogues and  to be   greeted  with  respect  in the  marketplaces and  to have  people call them   rabbi.”  

Those  are in all likelihood   very close  to the   actual  words of  Jesus.  The    condemnation  of  pompus  scholars  is  plausible  in   the       context  of   small   Galilean   villages  in   Jesus  day.     Jesus   was   certainly     quite  capable  of    making  scathing   comments  concerning   those    who   did   everything  for  show,  those   who   put   themselves at  the  center  of   their   world,  their   ideas   their   wants    their   needs,  likes and   dislikes, …  Instead  of    God  and  God’s  desires and   wants and   wishes  for   God’s  world.    And  then those  with  the   long   fringes and  the   broad   phylacteries,   used  their   positions  of   prestige  and   power    to  take   advantage of   others  instead  of   being  of   service  to   them.   

This is  to   abuse    what  is   supposed to be a   fiduciary  relationship – a  relationship    between    people   where  it is  clear  that    those  in positions  of  power,  leadership, and  responsibility   are  there  for  the   other,   rather   than the  other  way  around.  This   kind   of  relationship   is   seen   most   prominently  in   Medicine,  The  Law,  Clergy,  and  Psychotherapy.

Violation  of  that  relationship,  be  it   sexual   financial  or   emotional,   is,   even to this  day,   in the   church,  considered  clergy   misconduct    which  can  lead  to    the    deposing   of  the   clergy person  -  their   ordination   revoked.

The     heavy   emphasis  on   Pharisees  in  this   passage  is   probably mostly   from  Matthew.  Certainly  they  were   around  in  Jesus   time.    And at  the   time  of  Matthew’s  writing  which  was in the  later  part of the   first   century  the   Pharisees  had  come into  their   own as   Jewish   leaders.   This  was  after  the  destruction  of  the    temple  by  the    Roman’s   during the   Jewish   revolt  in the  late    60’s. 

The Pharisees, in  many  respects,     are the   founders  of   modern  Judaism.  That   some  were    pious   frauds  is  admitted  on  all sides.   But  that  doesn’t  give  one   liberty  to   condemn  all  of  them.      And  it  is  entirely  possible   that  the  writer  of   this   Gospel  was    experiencing  some  challenges   from   those   leaders  of   Judaism  since  his  little  group  was   mostly    Jewish   Christians.

Much   the  same  thing   is  true  of the   term   Rabbi.  It  wsn’t  used  that  much until   Mathews   time    following  the  destruction of the   temple.  It   meant   literally    “The   Great  One”     And   Matthew  is  wanting  that    title  to  be   reserved  for   Jesus  “God’s   anointed   one”.    

So   what  is  going  on   here?   Let  me  see if  I  can get  at  it   by  taking  a   quick   look at  the   word  in   Greek  that  is  usually   translated   as   “church.    That   would  be  the   word   “ekklesia”  

Paul  used   this  word  to   describe    the   communities of   faith  he  was  creating   in    the   cities  to  which  he   traveled.   This   would  be in the   40’s  and   50’s  of  the   first   Century.     The   word    ekklesia  as   Paul  uses  it   refers  to a  comparatively  informal  small  assembly  or    gathering of   people,  usually  in the home of  one of  their  members.  

The   problem  with  translating  that  word  “church”  is   that  when we  think  of   Church  we  think  of   what we are a   part  of  now.    A   parish,   buildings,   a Diocese   a   National     Episcopal  Church.   And  all  the  organization   that  goes  with  a  rather   large   institution.    Lay   people,    Priests,   Deacons ,  Bishops , Officers ,  Staffs   Organists,   Choirs,    Church   School   Teachers,   altar   Guilds.    You  get  it.   

Those   little  groups   that  Paul was  writing  to   were   parts  of a    movement  a  very   young  movement    newly   formed.  Started  by   Jesus  in   small towns  and   villages  and  then  developed  further   by   Paul in   larger   cities.  

I  don’t   think   Jesus   ever  intended  to   create an  institution.   He  did  intend and   did    create  a   movement   and  we  use   the  same   word  to   identify   both.    That can  get   confusing  at   times.

Movements  and   institutions   seem to me  to  be  quite   different   and  at the same  time  I  don’t  think  that  they are  mutually   exclusive.

I  do  think  that  it is  important  that  we  ask  a  couple  of   questions  at   this  point.  
How  is  it   different   or     what  are  the  implications   of   saying  “I  am a   member  of  the    Episcopal  Church “  versus    “I  am  a    follower  of   Jesus”

There  is  a  certain   comfort  that  comes  with  being   part  of a  healthy   institution. And   it  seems  to   me  that  it  is  far  more  easy  to  get  stuck  in an  institution  than it is  in a    movement.  Movements  bring    liberation   of   whole   countries.  Movements   can   change   the  status   of   racial   groups, like  the  Civil  rights   movement  in our  own  country.   And  movements   can  bring  to   light,  gross   economic   inequities   like  the  movement of    the   99.   Being  a   follower  of   Jesus    or  being a    disciple   of  Jesus  means   being   involved in a non   violent  movement.    With  a  movement,    there  is a   vision.     There  is    direction.  Those  involved  are  going   somewhere.  Something  is   happening.    The   people  involved  are  changing  and   they  are  committed  to   making  some   changes  in  their   environment.

In   this  kind   of    situation  it  is  much   harder    to   get   stuck

To  be a   part  of the  movement  that   Jesus   started   means  seeing   the   vision  that  he   saw  and   listening  to  the   same   call  he   heard.  

Jesus  ate   promiscuously   with  social  misfits and   people   quarantined  to  the   margines  of   life.  He   made   forgiveness   reciprocal.  He  practiced an   unbrokered, intimate   relationship with   God.    And his   followers  have  no  particular   privilege   because  they are his   followers.     What    will we  hear  in  our  day  if  we    listen  to  that  same  call  Jesus  listened   to?   Where  will   the  vision  he  saw    lead  us  in   our    time?  Where   will  the   movements  stirring    in   this    institution  of   ours,  take  us?  

That   community  of  faith  that  Matthew  is  writing  for,  is  already  in the  process of  evolving   from    movement    into      institution.    We  in  this  institution    are    committed  to   fostering   movement .  The   same  movement   that   we   learn  about   in the   pages  of  the   Bible   and   discover  in the   life and   teachings  of   Jesus.   Amen
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